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APPLICATION OF STRATEGIES FOR PARTICULATE 
MATTER REDUCTION IN URBAN AREAS: AN ITALIAN 
CASE 
Vincenzo TORRETTA1, Massimo RABONI2, Sabrina COPELLI3, Elena Cristina 
RADA4, Marco RAGAZZI5, Gabriela IONESCU6 Tiberiu APOSTOL7, Adrian 
BADEA8 
The paper describes the particulate matter pollution in a Northern Italian 
city: Varese. The city is distinguished by a particular orographic and 
meteorological situation, characterized by valleys and heavy rainfalls. Nevertheless 
the urban area is interested by particulate matter pollution mainly due to heating 
systems and traffic. Here some corrective strategies in order to reduce PM air 
pollution have been presented, applied and evaluated by the means of a simplified 
model which considers emissions and meteorological conditions. 
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1. Introduction 
In the past 15 years the concentrations of particulate matter (PM) in 
Europe is decreasing [1], although they are still very common situations 
exceeding the thresholds set by the new regulations. Northern Italy is one of the 
most polluted in Europe. Italian PM10 emissions begin to decline from 1994 and 
from that year showed a 30% decrease. The road transport sector in the last three 
years has contributed to the total emissions as the second emissive share (about 
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20%), while industrial combustion represents the 35% of total emissions. 
Compared with the data obtained in 2008 emissions of PM10 decreased of the 
11%. The most significant contributions to the reduction of emissions of this 
pollutant are related to the non-industrial combustion (-12%), road transport (-7%) 
and combustion in industry (-25%). The reduction in the field of civil heating is 
due not only to the reduction in the consumption of wood, but also to the change 
of the emission factors [2,3,4]. 
Studies carried out by the WHO [4] demonstrate the negative effects of 
particulate matter on cardiovascular and respiratory systems (e.g. lung cancer), as 
well as premature deaths, acute and chronic diseases, decrease in life expectancy 
and reproduction capacity. The European Environment Agency [1] has estimated 
that each year in Europe smog kills about 310,000 people, of whom 50,000 in 
Italy alone; geographical areas most exposed to pollution are the Po Valley (where 
deaths from smog are around 7,000 per year) and the European macro-region 
consists of Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. The WHO [4] stated that 
the reduction in atmospheric levels of PM10 annual average of 70 to 20 µg/m3 (or 
PM2.5 from 35 to 10 µg/m3) would decrease by 15% the number of deaths due to 
air pollution. 
The causes of air pollution in urban areas are mainly vehicular traffic and 
heating of buildings, areas in which action is required through concrete solutions 
for production facilities and power plants, energy efficiency policies of the 
buildings, diffusion of renewable and clean sources for energy production and for 
heating homes and a new mobility focused on local public transport and railways 
[5]. 
According to the ranking of Legambiente, in 2011, there were as many as 
55 Italian cities that exceeded the daily limits introduced by Italian Law 155/2010 
as regards the levels of particulate air pollution. In the light of the revision of the 
European legislation [6,7], the situation will get worse. 
The paper presents the case study of Varese, a city in the Northern part of 
Lombardy (Italy), which in 2012 has gone beyond the PM10 tolerance threshold 
for 44 times. After the analysis of the geographic and meteorological conditions 
of the city, the time series of PM concentration has been evaluated in order to 
locate spatial and temporal critical situation. Therefore, emissions inventory from 
different sources has been created in order to find the major sources. Finally, 
some strategies in order to reduce critical situation have been proposed and 
assessed from the environmental and economic point of view. 
2. Material and methods 
2.1 Case study 
Varese has about 79,000 inhabitants and a population density of 1,500 
inhab/km². The settlements stands between about 240 and 460 m a.s.l. in different 
Application of strategies for particulate matter reduction in urban areas: an Italian case      223 
valleys and downtown is at about 382 m a.s.l.. The weather is rainy and is 
characterized by a prevailing wind with N-S direction and (Fig. 1). Average daily 
temperature are below 10°C for about 160 d/y (Fig. 2). 
 
 
Fig. 1. Wind rose (left) and daily rainfalls (right) in the city of Varese (data elaborated from [8]). 
 
Fig. 2. Hourly average temperature in the city of Varese (data elaborated from [8]). 
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Nevertheless, the city has serious problems of particulate matter pollution, 
in particular in the downtown zone. Indeed in Fig. 3 the dynamics of PM10 from 
2008 to 2012 are reported showing significant peaks in winter. 
Meteorological data coming from different stations have been used to 
evaluate atmospheric stability, useful to understand possible critical situation for 
air pollution. 
 
Fig. 3. PM10 concentration in Varese downtown (data elaborated from [8]). 
2.2 Emissions assessment 
Emissions have been firstly evaluated by the means of INEMAR inventory 
of emissions [9]. INEMAR gives aggregated data regarding the whole 
municipality. Therefore, a further investigation regarding, in particular, non-
industrial heating, road and train transport has been carried out in order to locate 
sourced in the 19 zones of the city (Fig. 4). 
 
Fig. 4. Map of the city (source: [10]). 
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2.3 Theoretical approach 
Emission factors for road traffic from EME/CORINAIR emission 
inventory [11,12] have been used and coupled with COPERT software [13]. Road 
traffic behavior has been extracted from field investigation in several roads inside 
the city [10] and considering the current procedure for management (sweeping, 
washing, etc) [14,15,16,17,18]. The car fleet has been taken into account 
considering the available data [19]. 
About non-industrial heating, investigation on local authorities allowed to 
distribute the boilers type, fuel into the cities (CENED) [8]. 
3. Results and discussion 
In Varese, global emissions of particulate matter are caused by non-
industrial combustion (about 74%; above all, heating) and road transport (about 
24%) [8]. In general we can consider as negligible all the contributions different 
from heating systems and traffic (Fig. 5). Anyway, it would be necessary 
underline that the theoretical approach in case of industrial emissions, needs to be 
focused considering some important aspect regarding the modality of emission in 
atmosphere of the exhaust treated airs. For instance, considering the biofiltration 
processes for treatment of exhaust air characterized by presence of dust and 
VOCs, it could be important the difference between the areal contribution of a 
classical biofilter compared with the piped effluent from a biotrickling filter with 
a punctual emission [20,21]. Also the stack height of a punctual emission can play 
an important role in decreasing the human exposure to air pollutants [22,23]. 
However the exposure pathways must be considered with particular attention as 
persistent pollutants can emerge in matrices different from the one of the original 
release (atmosphere) [24,25,26]. Recent approaches try to integrate the 
conventional monitoring strategy in order to make more clear the real impact of 
the emissions of modern plants [27]. 
 
Fig. 5. Emission sources in the city of Varese. 
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In order to solve the problem, the main issue has to be faced: non-
industrial combustion. It is necessary, therefore, to put adequate attention to the 
heating and new technologies that we have to reduce these emission values, given 
that 64% of Varese households have obsolete boilers, which cause a waste of heat 
energy equal to about 10Mtep annual per system [8]. The modernization of these 
plants fueled by a cost to the public, would save each year to EUR 16.3 billion 
and avoid the unnecessary emission. It is calculated that by replacing old boilers 
with modern condensing systems in 10% of apartment buildings, the city would 
have an environmental impact equivalent to -30% in terms of PM emissions. It is 
to perform actions such as increasing the insulation in the walls and to replace the 
windows, put the blinds on the windows, use of heat pumps and solar energy [11].  
Additionally, the sector of domestic wood combustion needs a particular 
attention as old stoves can give a contribution of PM10 that can be dominant in 
specific areas [28]. 
Road traffic and related emissions can be reduced by new rules in urban 
mobility and road conditions, reducing the 10% of the PM. Also rules connected 
with change of atmospheric stability can be a solutions, but they require a parking 
and a public transport system able to manage such situations. 
4. Conclusions 
The paper presents the case of particulate matter pollution of Varese, a 
Northern-Italian city. The cause of this pollution is connected manly to non-
industrial combustion due to house heating and, for one fourth, by road transport. 
Possible solutions with their environmental and economic impact have 
been presented, also considering weather conditions. 
We must therefore pay close attention to local politics that should not only 
think about emergency response to reach a legal limit, an end in itself, but rather a 
long-term policy that aims to reduce smog and protect the health of citizens thus 
improving the quality of life. 
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